Elevated percentage of perforin positive cells in active pulmonary tuberculosis.
Perforin is one of the major effector molecules of cytotoxic cells associated with killing of cells harbouring intracellular bacterial infection. The precise role of perforin positive cells in tuberculosis still remains controversial. The present study was done to determine the number of circulating CD4(+) and CD8(+) perforin positive cells to assess the level of cytotoxic response against Mycobacterium tuberculosis in patients with pulmonary tuberculosis. Intracellular perforin and surface CD4 and CD8 staining of peripheral blood lymphocytes was done using specific monoclonal antibodies and enumerated using flowcytometry. A significantly decreased total lymphocytes (P<0.01), CD4 (P<0.001) and CD8 (P<0.01) lymphocyte counts in PTB patients was observed compared to normal healthy individuals (NHS). Intracellular perforin staining showed significantly elevated percentages of total (P<0.05) and CD8 (P<0.01) perforin positive cells in PTB patients compared to NHS. However, the absolute counts of total, CD4 and CD8 cells positive for perforin were similar in patients and NHS. Our results suggest that during active stage of pulmonary tuberculosis there was an increased percentage of CD8 cells positive for perforin, irrespective of their absolute counts. Further, CD8(+) perforin positive cells may have increased cytolytic activity against M. tuberculosis in active pulmonary tuberculosis.